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For the teacher, this technique is a readily available guide to exploitation of ad hoc reading assigments, such as an article from one day's newspaper or a passage a student has just written. It also allows teachers to objectively evaluate "reading skills" textbooks, many of which are, in fact, "reading task" textbooks. However, this particular technique is not a panacea for every level of reading nor is it an exhaustive list of all skills, tasks, or question types.
Some theoretical considerations
For the purposes of this article, we will consider the three reading skills of "scanning," "skimming," and "reading for deeper comprehension" ("in-depth reading"). We will define scanning as the quick search for a particular piece of information in a given text. Skimming is perusing a text picking out bits and pieces here and there to be able to get the gist. Reading for deeper comprehension is a much closer examination of the text to get a great deal of information and, so, to build a quite complete understanding of it. All these techniques provide attack strategies for the reader to process text-bound information which he has some need to know.
Reading for deeper comprehension is more than just advanced scanning and skimming. In-depth reading usually demands a number of questions to determine if sufficient data for solid understanding have been processed by the reader. In-depth reading often takes the form of a complicated task, such as summarizing the text or writing a precis or getting to a destination from a series of instructions (a recipe, or someone's house for a party). In-depth reading also demands comprehension of large amounts of textual data as well as comprehension of stated and implied relationships in the text. This need to comprehend, in turn, requires that the reader has been able to infer meaning and relationships based on textual information. Tasks such as guessing the meaning of a word from context, or drawing conclusions are suggested here. In-depth reading also requires, for the sake of speed and long-term memory, that the reader process both textual and related personal data to formulate and reformulate hypotheses relating to the text, an aim of "prediction" tasks.
However, before we get too deeply involved in reading skills theory, let us take a look at the technique. Once we have clarified the technique, the theory will be more readily understandable. Originally suggested by Earl Stevick in his own teacher training sessions, the grid (figure 1) begins to address a reading skills approach while keeping both reading objectives and language complexity in mind. The grid describes only the types and objectives of questions to ask, not the content. Figure 2 shows how the grid can be used with actual content. The text used to generate the questions was taken from Read Canada! 2 (English Development Section of the Linguistic Services Directorate) and is shown below. At dawn, Ostman saw that he was in a natural bowl high in the mountains with only one way to enter and leave. For seven days the lumberjack was a prisoner of the Sasquatch family. The son offered Ostman grass and sweet roots to eat. In return Ostman offered the son and the 'old man' some of his snuff. On the seventh day, the 'old man' took some of Ostman's tobacco powder and swallowed it. His eyes began to roll and he ran off to a spring for water. Ostman knew that his chance had come. He ran for the opening in the circle of mountains and was free. As is evident from examining the grid and questions, the Reading Objectives Dimension is not an exhaustive key to skills-approach questions, nor is it meant to be. Rather, it provides a solid platform for more complex or other skill related activities by assuring that students get basic information from the text (the "a" questions), and that they will lock certain aspects of the text in their long-term memory by relating them to their own experiences (the "c" questions).
It seems to be quite true that skimming is the bridge between simple factual discrimination (scanning) and complex text processing and task accomplishment (in-depth reading). It comes as no surprise, then, to see aspects of in-depth reading appear in the open-ended question in Making Inferences. Question 3(b), for example, requires that students have understood the information that certain text items provided ("offered snuff," "old man ate," "ran to spring," "Ostman ran") and have identified the process of sequence of events that took place. Questions of the 3(b) type tend to force students to:
1. understand textual information 2. make text-related relationships; and 3. accomplish a synthesizing task. In addition, the entire "personal involvement" category encourages students to invest some part of themselves in their activity. This category makes a crucial link between the students' own experiences and their involvement in the activity they are performing. This consideration is perhaps most obvious in students who are particularly unmotivated because they see no relationship between their own concerns and needs and the activity the teacher wants to do. This category of questions encourages them to perceive the activity in their own terms and to validate their own life experiences within their second language learning.
Needless to say, focussing on either "a" or "b" questions gives considerable skills practice for those students who are weak in either scanning or skimming.
The Role of the Language Structure/Complexity Dimension
If we examine the question/answer technique, we would arrive at the following process:
(1) question asked by teacher -(2) question processed and understood by student -(3) question related to text by student -(4) answer found by student -(5) answer formulated and given by student -(6) answer confIrmed by teacher. The Language /Structure Dimension focusses specifIcally on (2), (3)/(4), and (5) above. Yes/No questions are often the most easily understood due to the limited language students need to understand (2), relate to text (3)/(4), and respond with (5). In the very formulation of the question exists one possible answer. Students need only relate question data to textual data to determine if the former is indeed correct. In addition, they need produce only minimal language (the words "yes" or "no") to respond to the question.
Either/Or questions have two possibilities explicitly stated, "Did X or Y . .. ?" This requires comprehension of both X and Y (2), relating each to the text (3), and responding with a whole phrasal X or Y element as response (4) rather than a "yes" or a "no." There is, in fact, a double simultaneous process happening here, whereas previously there was a single process.
Wh-questions are probably no more difficult to understand (2) than Yes/No questions. However, by their very nature they are much more complex to process and to answer, since one must supply words not included in the question. The primary clue to direct students to what to look for is in the question word itself (a person, thing, place, time, etc.). This clue must then be the basis of the search for the relevant textual information amidst all the textual information students have processed. It is this very open-endedness which requires extensive fIltering and time (3)/(4). In addition, students must produce an answer which mayor may not be the same as in the text, but certainly is radically different from the language of the question-unlike the two previous questions types.
Conclusion
Certain aspects of this technique are extremely familiar to teachers as activities they have always done. However, perhaps the variety these dimensions provide is something that has been daunting or impossible to .implement on an ad hoc basis. This need not be the case.
The teacher's process of familiarization with this technique is quite easily achieved. For my part, I found I had to sit down with a text before class with the grid beside me, and write out the questions I wanted to ask. Soon, I found myself asking the "personal involvement" questions as "warm-up" and, while the students read the text, I drew the grid "in the palm of my hand" in pencil or pen and prepared questions in my mind to ask when the students had finished. It was not long before I was able to eliminate this visual crutch and could pose a great variety of questions quite fluidly.
As stated at the beginning, this grid is not a panacea for every level, skill, or task in a reading skills approach. However, it is readily applicable to any reading text, and does encourage real reading skill awareness on the part of both students and teachers.
